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BARRY SADLER*

National Parks, Wilderness
Preservation, and Native Peoples
in Northern Canada**
INTRODUCTION
Northern Canada is a geographical and policy frontier for wilderness
preservation. It is a vast, remote and largely empty land occupying most
of the continental land mass north of the 600 parallel and the adjacent
seas, straits, and islands of the polar quadrant. Much of the Canadian
Arctic and sub-Arctic remains wilderness in the generally accepted definition of the term (the processes of nature still predominate and the
imprint of man is light). During the past quarter-century, however, profound changes have occurred in this region from the inroads of energy
and related developments and their impacts on resources, wildlife, and
the traditional lifestyle of indigenous peoples. As a result, the Canadian
North has become contested terrain; not only are conservation and development interests in opposition, but both must be adjusted to native
aspirations for self-determination.
The potentials and problems of establishing wilderness oriented national parks and equivalent reserves in this geo-political context are examined in the present paper. Only a small fraction of the land base of
the Canadian North has been set aside to date under protective designation.
The reasons for this are outlined and a case analysis of the processes
which led to the recent designation of the North Yukon National Park is
undertaken to exemplify the forces and factors which bear on wilderness
decisionmaking. Much is riding on the outcome of this initiative for the
establishment of other northern national parks. The paper concludes with
designing and implean assessment of the options and prospects for
menting a more integrated, regional framework for resource management,
one in which traditional park objectives for wilderness preservation and
native development goals are linked together and supported by other
conservation measures.

*Institute of the NorthAmerican West, Victoria, Canada.
**The stimulus for this article originally came from Derrick Sewell, a valued friend and former
colleague. Unfortunately, Derrick is no longer here to provide his usual incisive commentary on
errors of omission and commission. Derrick was a remarkable individual with many accomplishments
(see frontpiece), not least of which was the ability to give cheerful and constructive criticism, usually
in the face of considerable provocation of missed deadlines.
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BACKGROUND PERSPECTIVES ON CONSERVATION,
WILDERNESS, AND NATIONAL PARKS
Wilderness is a state of mind as well as a condition of landscape. It
is a biblical idea which has taken on new meaning in modern times,
though perhaps with more continuity than is conventionally realized.'
The contemporary idea of wilderness, natural terrain unmodified by man
and typically remote from civilization, encompasses a complex of values-aesthetic, ecological, ethical, recreational, and scientific.' More
than anything else, the literature on wilderness resembles a theology of
earth. A state of grace is found in a state of nature.' This moral structuring
of space is especially evident with respect to national parks and equivalent
reserves, the main institutions for wilderness preservation.
It was not always so. Equally significantly, important changes are taking
place today in the paradigm of conservation and the place of wilderness
and national parks in this movement. A brief, comparative survey of past
trends and present thinking on these relationships is undertaken in this
section. The framework of ideas on conservation, wilderness and national
parks, initially American in origin and evolution, has become progressively more international in orientation and application. In the process,
the western view of the relationship of indigenous peoples to protected
ecosystems has come almost full cycle, from one of inclusion to exclusion
and now to partial inclusion in certain geo-political settings.
Historical Aspects
The transformation of the world view of wilderness and the necessity
for its formal preservation was shaped by American experience, beginning
with the course of empire in the young republic. During the sweep westward, the retreat of wilderness, the advance of settlement and the molding
of national character and political culture became organized into the
frontier thesis of U.S. history.4 Supporting this intellectual framework
was a distinctive view of man-land relationships: the sheer abundance of
natural resources in the New World encouraged the equation of exploitation with progress by individuals and economic institutions. With the
I. See J. KRtrrci, BAJA CALIFORNIA AND THE GEOGRAPHY OF HOPE (1967); E. ABBEY, DESERT
(1968).
2. Much has been written on this subject. A comprehensive account of the idea of wilderness is
contained in R. NASH, WILDERNESS AND THE AMERICAN MIND (1982). The character of Canadian
wilderness and its relationship to contemporary culture is described in WILDERNESS CANADA (B.
SOLITAIRE

Spears ed. 1970).

3. For a recent evocation, see B. DEVALL & G.

SESSIONS, DEEP ECOLOGy (1985).
4. This is no place to enter into interpretation of the frontier thesis, except to note a review that
is particularly relevant to the present analysis: Opie, Frontier History in Environmental Perspective,
in THE AMERICAN WEST 9 (). Steffen ed. 1979).

Winter 19891

WILDERNESS PRESERVATION

closing of the frontier, new attitudes toward nature gradually emerged
and coalesced into the conservation movement.
National parks, to use Sax's words, had their quiet genesis in this
period, remaining for some time "an ideal in search of itself." 6 The
history of their establishment and evolution and the changing role of
wilderness is reasonably well documented, though the account is by no
means complete. A capsule summary relevant to present purposes is
outlined below.7
1. The intellectual foundations of wilderness preservation are found
in the romantic tradition of landscape painting and the transcendental
philosophy of American literature. As early as 1832, the artist George
Catlin called for the establishment of a nation's park to protect and display
the hunting lifestyle of the Plains Indian and the grassland ecology and
free ranging bison upon which it depended. It was not until thirty or forty
years later that the idea became reality in the quite different monumental
landscapes of Yosemite (1864) and Yellowstone (1872).
2. Scenic and natural wonders and evident tourist attractions were the
physical catalysts to the establishment of the early national parks. Wilderness values were present only in incidental and embryonic form. Not
until the turn of the century, when John Muir founded the Sierra Club
and became a voice for wilderness, did the significance of national parks
as wilderness reserves become more fully appreciated.
3. The battle to save Hetch-Hetchy valley in Yosemite National Park
(1906-1913) did much to publicize and politicize the cause of wilderness.
It also reflected the underlying schism between the utilitarian and aesthetic
traditions in the conservation movement. With the foundation of the
National Park Service (1916), the movement to preserve natural areas
gained an institutional counterpoint to the search for efficiency in resource
management undertaken by the Forest Service (formed in 1891). From
the 1920s, the steady expansion in the national park system was complemented by the emerging recreational and conservation mission of forest
lands, notably with the development of regulations for defining primitive
and roadless areas worthy of various degrees of protection.
4. A benchmark in the evolution of the parks and wilderness movement
was the National Wilderness Preservation Act of 1964.' This legislation
5. H. HUTH, NATURE AND THE AMERICAN: THREE CENTURIES OF CHANGING ATITUDES (1972),
provides a reasonably comprehensive account of this transition and is particularly strong on ideas
underlying the establishment of national parks.
6. J. SAX, MOUNTAINS WITHOUTr HANDRAILS (1980).
7. For the interpretation which follows, I have relied primarily on THE AMERICAN ENVIRONMENT:
READINGS IN THE HISTORY OF CONSERVATION (R. Nash, ed. 1976); A. RUNTE, NATIONAL PARKS: THE
AMERICAN EXPERIENCE (1987).

8. Wilderness Act of 1964, U.S.C. §§ 1131-1136 (1982).
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identified the primeval character of 4 million hectares within 54 national
parks and forest reserves as an enduring resource. It was responsive to
both rising pressures of recreational use and demand and rooted in social
values and ecological concepts regarding the relationship of natural processes to wilderness character. Man was a visitor who did not remain.
5. Since 1964, a ninefold increase has occurred in the size and composition of the National Wilderness Preservation System. The most noteworthy additions have been in Alaska, where 15 percent of the state is
now included within the system. With this expansion, a less exclusive
view of the role and place of indigenous peoples began to evolve by force
of circumstances. Existing national parks in the contiguous United States
have been characterized by continuing attempts to reconcile the tension
of preservation and use through more intensive management and planning,
based on zoning and, in some cases, restructuring of facilities. 9
Contemporary Views
The idea of wilderness, and its particular relationship to national parks,
has undergone considerable diffusion as well as evolution. Following the
example of Yellowstone, national parks and equivalent reserves were soon
established in Australia, Canada and New Zealand-countries with similar
cultural and environmental histories to the United States. During the early
years of the twentieth century, the national parks movement took effect
in Europe, expanded slowly in other continents in the interwar period,
and accelerated significantly in the postwar era.'o A worldwide system of
protected areas, encompassing approximately one hundred countries, is
now in place. International experience with national parks and equivalent
reserves, based on the interplay of ecological characteristics, social attitudes, leisure technologies, and institutional arrangements, has resulted
in a more, eclectic, comparative perspective on wilderness with varying
degrees of difference to those found in the U.S." The place of indigenous
peoples in protected areas, for example, has been subject to reinterpretation on ecological, cultural, and ethical grounds. New respect for traditional knowledge and practices of resource use is both product and
cause of the more general reorientation of the conservation movement
which is now taking place.
This adjustment is comparable to the convergence of concern around
9. The U.S. National Wildemess Preservation system represents the crowning achievement of a
century of conservation activity. It remains second to none in size and diversity, though conservationists increasingly worry about threats to parks and reserves from within and without. Recent
trends and issues with respect to protected areas in the U.S. are outlined in STATE OF THE ENVIRONMENT: A ViEw TOWARD THE NINETIES (1987).
10. J. HARROY, NATIONAL PARKS OF THE WORLD (1974).
II. See INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE WITH NATIONAL PARKS (1978).
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the themes of the quality of the environment and the ecology of spaceship
earth which occurred at the beginning of the seventies. Recent changes
in thought and action are organized around the concept of sustainable
development, and are aimed at demonstrating the contribution of conservation to the global problem of maintaining the habitability of the
biosphere and improving the welfare of the world's poor. A statement of
the emerging paradigm is contained in The World Conservation Strategy. 2
The World Conservation Strategy, among other things, may be seen
as an attempt to reunify the conservation movement, to link the utilitarian
and aesthetic traditions with more recent ecological principles for resource
management and with broader trends and processes of social and economic development. It is based on the perspectives of human ecology,
and emphasizes the interdependence of conservation and development as13
mutually reinforcing tools for achieving "sustainability with equity.'
Within this framework, the long standing interest in wilderness, national
parks and protected areas may be seen as necessary although not sufficient
to guarantee the maintenance of ecological integrity on which human life
and livelihood ultimately depend. Subsequent updates of the World Conservation Strategy, among other things, have focused on redefining the
role of protected areas in relation to local communities and society in
general.' 4 A particular emphasis, in this context, is being given to the
status and rights of indigenous peoples whose traditional resource uses
and practices are affected by the establishment and management of national parks and related reserves. This relationship, for example, is the
focus of attention by the Inuit and other aboriginal peoples of the circumpolar Arctic, and the range of issues at stake can be demonstrated
by reference to recent developments in the Canadian North."

12. THE WORLD CONSERVATION

STRATEGY

(1980) was jointly developed by the International Union

for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN), the United Nations Environmental
Programme and the World Wildlife Fund. It provides a blueprint for achieving sustainable development which many countries with very different political systems officially support. The global
aspects of sustainable development were recently consolidated and extended by WORLD COMM'N ON

(1987).
13. For a comprehensive review of this approach see SUSTAINING TOMORROW (F.Thibordeau &
H. Field eds. 1984), and CONSERVATION WITH EQUITY (P.Jacobs & D. Munro eds. 1988). The former
provides useful perspectives on the redefinition of the conservation movement; the latter constitutes
the proceedings of the Ottawa Conference implementing the World Conservation Strategy and surveys
ENV'T AND DEV., OUR COMMON FUTURE

recent progress on the international and national fronts.

14.

See NATIONAL PARKS, CONSERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT (J.

McNeely & K. Miller eds.,

1982), and THE BALI ACTION PLAN (1987), which is an interim summery of the 10-year program of
objectives for protected areas developed during the 1982 World Parks Congress (reported in the
work previously cited).
15. The workshop on Indigenous Peoples and Sustainable Development at the Ottawa Conference

on Implementing the World Conservation Strategy dealt specifically with this issue, among others.
See CONSERVATION WITH EQUITY, supra note 13, at 441-42.
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NATIONAL PARKLANDS IN NORTHERN CANADA:
TRADITIONAL IDEAS AND NEW REALITIES
The traditional idea of national parks, widely supported in Canada and
elsewhere, co-exists uneasily with the new economic and social realities
which are now found north of the 60' parallel. In the Northwest and
Yukon Territories, land and resources still remain under the federal jurisdiction of Canada. Yet the establishment of national parks has proved
a relatively slow and frustrating process. Wilderness preservation, of
course, tends to be a response to potential disappearance rather than
relative abundance. This, however, is only part of the story.
By comparison to Alaska, for example, relatively few protected areas
have been set aside in the Canadian North.' 6 Less than two percent of
the total area of the two territories is allocated for this purpose. A combination of reasons account for this difference, notably: I) the lag in
national park policies and wilderness attitudes which characterize Canadian as compared to U.S. experience; 7 and 2) the rapid socio-political
evolution which has recently occurred in Northern Canada, especially
with regard to aboriginal empowerment. ' In essence, the recent commitment to establish new national parks in the North, initially based on
the traditional model of wilderness preservation, has been overtaken by
constitutional changes which brought new attitudes into play.
Park Policy and Implementation
The evolution of the Canadian National Parks has been strongly influenced by the U.S. experience outlined earlier. Attitudes and policies,
however, have generally evolved at a slower pace and incorporate modifications dictated by a different history and geography. '"It was not until
the mid-sixties, for example, that the contradictions inherent in the dual
mandate for use and preservation, set out in the National Parks Act
(1930), 2 and the inconsistencies of past practice became readily apparent.2' Until this time, most of the national park real estate was located
16. This comparison, of course, has positive as well as negative overtones with respect to the
treatment of native peoples. See, e.g.. T. BERGER, A VILLAGE JOURNEY: THlE REPORT OF THE ALASKA
NATIVE REVIEW COMMISSION (1985). A comparative analysis of the relationships of protected areas
and aboriginal entitlement in Alaska and Canada is beyond the scope of this paper. It has not been
undertaken to date to my knowledge and represents an important area for further study.
17. R. NASH, NATURE IN WORLD DEVELOPMENT: PATTERNS IN THE PRESERVATION OF SCENIC AND
OUTDOOR RECREATION RESOURCES 58-61 (1978).
18. Griffith, Northern Park Development: The Case of Snowdrift. 14 ALTERNATIVES 1,26 (1987).
19. W. LOTHIAN, A HISTORY OF CANADA'S NATIONAL PARKS (1976-81) (4 vols.) is an official
summary. A popular version is S. MARTY, A GRAND AND FABULOUS NOTION (1984).
20. National Parks Act, CAN. REV. STAT. CH. N-13 (1970).

21. During this period, however, facilities were minimal and visitor totals modest. It is easy to
understand why park publications of the interwar and immediate postwar years could refer to Banff
National Park as providing "rigid sanctuary conditions" and in the next passage note that it was
"unsurpassed in the field of outdoor recreation." An expanding population with increased leisure
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in the west and distant from the bulk of the population in central Canada.
By far the largest and then the only northern national park, Wood Buffalo,
occupied almost 45,000 square kilometers of Alberta and the Northwest
Territories and contained the largest free roaming bison herd on the continent.22 While Wood Buffalo was and still is remote, the western mountain

national parks and Banff, in particular, came under increasing pressure
for facility development in the late sixties and early seventies as a result
of escalating visitor demand.'
During this period, the Canadian Federal Government responded with
an ongoing review of national park philosophy and purpose. This resulted
in some important adjustments: 1) revised principles and guidelines placed
the management of existing parks on a more systematic, preservationoriented basis;24 and 2) the system was to be expanded and diversified to
achieve more complete representation of the natural regions of Canada.
A high priority was given to the designation of new northern national
parks by the Minister responsible in an address to the first conference on

Canadian National Parks in 1968.25 One decade later, his successor reported on interim progress to the second conference and noted the emergence of a more complex set of interests which impinged on the establishment
of national parks26 (for example, beyond the traditional opposition of
mining, energy and industrial uses).
time, greater disposable income and the mobility conferred by near-universal ownership of the private
automobile rapidly changed the circumstances and attitudes under which national parks were previously managed. Sadler, Bordering on the Magnificent, in 59 NATIONAL PARKS 7, 27 (1985).
22. Wood Buffalo National Park was established in 1922 (formally designated in 1930) as a refuge
for the remnants of the wood bison which once ranged widely through the mountains, parklands
and boreal forests of northwestern Canada. It subsequently became the main sanctuary of the plains
bison herds which were held in other Canadian and U.S. national parks or in private lands. Their
introduction, which led to wide interbreeding among the two subspecies and the transfer of diseases
to the wood bison, is a fascinating story both in its own right and for what it conveys about changing
attitudes and policies governing wildlife conservation in national parks. See S. OGILVIE, THE PARK
BUFFALO

(1979).

In recent years, the bison herds of Wood Buffalo, numbering some 20,000 animals, have been
seriously affected by tuberculosis and brucellosis (and sporadically by anthrax). At the time of
writing, the situation appears to have reached crisis proportions and management options to ensure
the survival of the herd (notably widespread culling of diseased animals) will likely be subject to
public inquiry under the terms of the federal Environmental Assessment and Review Process. See
Environmental Assessment Review Process Guidelines Order, P.C. 1984-2132.
23. A major watershed in national parks policy occurred as a result of applications to locate the
1968 and 1972 Olympic Winter Games in Banff National Park. One of the reasons the Games were
not awarded to Canada was the strong opposition from the newly formed National and Provincial
Parks Association and other conservation groups. Their intervention, one of the first waves of the
gathering tide of the environmental movement in Canada, marked the politicization of national park
policy and the emergence of a real constituency for wilderness preservation. Sadler, Ski-Area Development in the Canadian Rockies: Past Lessons, Future Prospects, in TOURISM IN CANADA: SELECTED ISSUES AND OrnONS 309 (P. Murphy ed. 1983).
24. See PARKS CANADA POLICY, 12-14 (1979).
25. Chretien, Our Evolving National Parks System, in I THE CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS: TODAY
AND TOMORROW 7 (J. Nelson & R. Scace eds. 1969) [hereinafter CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS 1969].
26. Faulkner, The Opening Address, in I THE CANADIAN PARKS: TODAY AND TOMOwROW CONFERENCE
II at 3 (1979) [hereinafter CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS-1979).
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Between 1968 and 1988, four national park reserves and one national
park were proclaimed in the Canadian North. Auyuittuq and Nahanni
National Park Reserves were established in 1972. In both cases, the
Federal Government acted unilaterally and apparently with little reference
to native claims and traditional interests.17 For example "restraints" on
hunting and trapping in Auyuittuq were subsequently concluded by informal cooperation rather than formal agreement." The principle of aboriginal entitlement was formally recognized in 1973. Kluane National
Park Reserve was the first area officially established under this new regime." It was another ten years, however, before the North Yukon National Park was established pursuant to final settlement of the Inuvaliut
land claim. This is still the only protected area in the North to have
achieved full national park status under the recent policy initiative. 3"
At present, six other areas in Northern Canada are officially identified
and withdrawn for national park designation. More detailed proposals for
protected areas were recently developed by citizen caucauses in the Northwest and Yukon Territories. This exercise was part of a national stock
taking of past achievements, present issues and future requirements organized to celebrate the centennial of Canada's National Parks. 3 It reinforced the conclusions of the recently completed report of the Task Force
on Northern Conservation that national park and equivalent reserves should
form part of a more comprehensive network of land and water areas
subject to special protection, and must be supported by and linked to an
integrated system of land use planning and resource management. Within
this framework, a more flexible and innovative approach to national park
selection, criteria and management than in the past is now considered
necessary if the system is to be completed in the North. Above all, this
approach must involve formal participation of native peoples. In their
view, this should occur through the mechanism of land claims. This
interpretation was supported by the citizen caucauses on the northern
national parks, but is by no means universally shared.33

27. Griffith, supra note 18, at 26.
28. Malis, Our New Frontier, in I CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS- 1979, supra note 26, at 89.
29. At the time, there was considerable confusion about the exercise of traditional rights in
Kluane, id. at 91-92.
30. In 1986, Ellesmere Island became the fourth northern national park reserve. At the time of
writing, full national park status for Kluane is pending final agreement of the claim by the Yukon
Council of Indians.
31. The process culminated in the Canadian Assembly on National Parks and Protected Areas.
See 2 HERITAGE FOR TOMORROW 49-86, 87-156 (R. Scace & J. Nelson eds. 1987), for the Yukon
and Northwest Territory caucus reports, respectively.
32. REPORT OF THE TASK FORCE ON NORTHERN CONSERVATION (1984).
33. In recent years, non-native Canadians, both conservationists and resource managers, have
expressed increasing concern about the effects of Aboriginal harvesting, and hence traditional hunting
and trapping fights, on northern wildlife. Usher, Indigenous Management Systems and the Conservation of Wildlife in the Canadian North, 14 ALTERNATIVES 3 (1987).
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Native Views and Responses
A potential degree of convergence is evident between "northern" and
"southern" based approaches to conservation and the role of national
parks in this movement. Some important discrepancies in perception and
attitude remain to be bridged in principle and in practice.34 Native views
of wilderness and responses to national parks and equivalent reserves will
be briefly reviewed in order to bring the main points out.
Wilderness preservation is a central goal of both the native land claims
and the national parks movements. At first glance, these are reinforcing
interests. Their philosophical premises, however, are quite different. One
is based on an exclusive view of man's role in national parks-as a visitor
who does not remain. The world view of indigenous peoples, by contrast,
is based on a perception of themselves and their activities as part of rather
than separate from the natural environment.35 Within this framework, the
notion of wilderness reserves is foreign and discordant. The environmental
ethic of native peoples leads them to organize space in a holistic rather
than dichotomous form, characteristically found in the conservation tradition.
Due to the native people's environmental ethic, there is a real potential
for conflict between conservation and native interests. Practical expression
of this conflict is not a recent matter. The proposal to establish Wood
Buffalo National Park in 1922, for example, met with a hostile response
from the Indians and Metis of the Peace-Athabasca Delta and upper Slave
River areas. A set of regulations unique to the park were subsequently
devised and served as an early bridge between southern and northern
concepts of wilderness preservation and wildlife conservation.36 It predated by forty years the policy change which now permits aboriginal
hunting and trapping in national wilderness parks in the north.
This policy is not in itself a guarantee that conflict will be resolved
over access to wildlife and resources within particular national parks.
Several concerns, for example, have been identified by the Dene Nation
and the nearby community of Snowdrift regarding the proposed national
park on the east arm of Great Slave Lake. The general concerns, common
to other park reserves, relate to benefits native peoples can expect to
derive from tourism development, the extent to which they will be able
to control its impacts on surrounding lands and lifestyle, and whether
national parks designation is a sufficient mechanism for meeting wildlife
conservation and other needs. 37 Specific reservations exist about the effect
34. Keith & Simon, Sustainable Development in the Northern Circumpolar World, in CONSERwriH EQUITY, supra note 13, at 209.
35. See for example, the title of a recent history of the Yukon Indians by C. MCCLELLAN, PART

VATION

OF THE LAND. PART OF THE WATER (1987).
36. S. OGILIVIE, supra note 22, at 50.

37. Bayly, Conservation Through Native Claims, in CANADIAN NATIONAL PARKS-1969, supra
note 25, at 109.
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of increased recreational boating on subsistence uses of the shoreline
adjacent to the community of Snowdrift. Despite the remoteness of the
area, this type of problem is already reportedly occurring during the
summer months.3" It underlies the importance of integrating traditional
use and occupance by native peoples within national parks and in their
relationship to surrounding lands.
In the past, the traditional idea of national parks and the institutions
for their designation and management have met with a negative response
from native peoples in Northern Canada. The southern based conservation
approach was viewed primarily as an alienation of land rather than wilderness preservation.3" A new type of northern national park has now
emerged, which is more closely linked to the native ethic of conservation
based on sustainable development rather than wilderness preservation per
se.4

CASE STUDY: NORTHERN YUKON NATIONAL PARK
On the basis of recent experience, some observers consider conservationists as having the oppurtunity to reforge a new and stronger alliance
with native people in the North, enriching national park ideas and institutions in the process. 4' By contrast, others have gone so far as to suggest
that established conservation interests (such as those advocating traditional preservation philosophy) show less understanding and respect for
the native needs than the resource development industries (whose schemes
both have joined together to oppose in the past). 42 The reality is perhaps
best analyzed by reference to Northern Yukon National Park, the only
protected area to date to reach full park status.
The Northern Yukon National Park was established as a result of the
land claims process which was seen by participants at the National Parks
Centennial Conference as a working model for future protected area
designation in the North. 43 A case study of the unfolding process of
38. Griffith, supra note 18, at 30.
39. Bayly, supra note 37, at 117-18.
40. The indigenous peoples of the North, the Dene and Inuit, are presently redefining their
relationship to southern society in terms of a "fourth world" philosophy in which the principles of
sustainable development are seen as the key to realizing their aspirations. In other words, their goals
are both product and cause of those of the emerging mainstream of the conservation movment. See
B. Sadler, Sustainable Development and Native Peoples (Apr. 1987) (paper prepared for the 5th
Native American Wildlife Conference, Albuquerque, N.M., Proceedings in press) excerpted commentary in 8 INTERAcrION 1, 5-6 (1988).
41. Griffith, supra note 18, at 26.
42. Keith & Simon, supra 34, at 220-21.
43. Dearden & Gardner, Systems Planning for Protected Areas in Canada: A Review of Caucus
Candidate Areas and Concepts, Issues and Prospects for Further Investigation, in 2 HERITAGE rOR
TOMORROW, supra note 31, at 27.

Winter 19891

WILDERNESS PRESERVATION

national park designation and management provides concrete insights into
the play of ideas reviewed above and their evolving relationship to the
broader range of conservation and development interests, including wilderness preservation. The record of events in the North Yukon is also
characterized by intensity of conflict, a result of the unique values of the
region. The North Yukon is an internationally significant natural heritage,
perhaps richer in variety of wildlife, landscape and vegetation than any
other area in the Canadian Arctic.
Regional Environment and Resource Values"
Northern Yukon encompasses an area of approximately 44,000 square
kilometers, 10 percent of Yukon Territory (Figure 1). This region lies
inside the Arctic Circle. It is a land of harsh winters and short but spectacular summers when plant and animal life thrives. The region draining
to the Beaufort Sea is divided into three biogeographic units: (1) the
coastal plain, comprised of rolling moraine and nearly flat lacrustine
deposits, dotted with lakes, ponds and braided streams; (2) the rugged,
dissected terrain comprised of the British Mountains and the Barn Range;
and (3) the interior basin consisting of the lacustrine plain of the Old
Crow Flats and associated features. Vegetation is markedly affected by
the subarctic continental climate and consists largely of arctic tundra,
interspersed with exposed alpine barrens at high elevations, grading southward into Taiga.
The regional ecosystem is diverse, productive and sensitive. It is of
critical importance as a habitat for Arctic mammals and birds. The Porcupine Caribou are the most significant of the wildlife species that inhabit
the region. Numbering over 100,000 animals, the vast herd ranges
throughout northern Yukon and into adjoining areas of Alaska and the
Northwest Territories in the course of its annual migration. The vital
calving grounds encompass a relatively small band of terrain on the North
Slope, from the Babbage River west across the international border and
into the U.S. Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (established specifically
for caribou protection). Other indigenous terrestrial wildlife includes barren ground grizzlies, arctic fox and polar bears. Marine mammals, which
occupy the coastal waters from late spring to early fall, include beluga
and bowhead whales. Various kinds of waterfowl migrate to and through
the coastal region each year, and peregrine falcons, an endangered species, golden eagles, and other rare raptors nest in mountain areas.
44. This description in excerpted from Sadler, Energy Development in the Arctic Frontier of
Canada: An Analysis of Project Decisionmaking, in ENVIRONMENTALLY SOUND DEVELOPMENT IN THE
ENERGY AND MINING INDUSTRIES 315 (1984); see also, THE NORTHERN YUKON: AN ECOLOGICAL LAND
SURVEY (1981).
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Events Leading to Park Establishment, 1960-1984
A capsule history of political and economic imperatives bearing on
issues in North Yukon National Park today begins with the release of
Arctic lands for geophysical exploration in 1961 .4'This was followed by
the more or less unfettered promotion of energy development during the
remainder of the decade. By 1970, much of the Canadian North, including
offshore tracts to the edge of the polar ice pack, was under oil and gas
exploration leases. During the 1970s, this single minded approach gave
way to a broader strategy of "balanced development," aimed at integrating social, environmental and economic objectives. This initiative
was responsive to the increasing concern for environmental quality and
native aspirations for self-determination, both of which gathered strength
at the same time the Prudhoe Bay discovery in Alaska altered the way
the energy industry in Canada viewed the resource potential of the North,
including the Yukon coast and the adjacent lands and offshore waters.
A chronology of the main events regarding energy development since
that time exemplifies many of the policy and institutional adjudgments
which have taken place in Northern Canada to accommodate conservation
and native interests. It is part of the warp and woof of northern decisionmaking; quite typical with respect to process but unusual and precedent setting in outcome.'
1) The Infringement of Energy Development Proposals. In 1973, Canadian Arctic Gas, a consortium of energy companies, applied to the
Federal Government to build a large scale gas pipeline from Prudhoe Bay
through the North Yukon and down the Mackenzie Valley. Such an alignment would have crossed the U.S. Arctic National Wildlife Range and
its proposed Canadian extension in the North Yukon.
2) The Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry. Mr. Justice Thomas Berger
was appointed to review the social, environmental and economic impacts
of the proposal. After a precedent setting inquiry, the commissioner recommended a ten year moratorium on the construction of a pipeline down
the Mackenzie Valley, and the designation of the Northern Yukon as a
National Wilderness Park (Figure 2).
3) The Northern Yukon Land Withdrawal 1978 (Figure 3). The Canadian Federal Government withdrew 15,000 square miles of the North
Yukon from development pending the designation of a national park and
the settlement of the land claims by the Committee for the Original Peoples
Entitlement (COPE).

45. Sadler, supra note 44, at 317-19.
46. The following account is based on Fenge, Fox, Sadler & Washington, A Proposed Port on
the North Slope of Yukon: The Anatomy of Conflict, in ENViRONMENTAL PROTWEION AND RESOURCE
DEVELOPMErr: CONVERGE1 CE FOR TODAY 127 (B. Sadler ed., 1985).
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Figure 2

Figure 3

North Yukon Wilderness Park proposed by
Justice Berger (1977).

North Yukon Land Withdrawal, 1978 (withdrawn under the Territorial Lands Act through
Order in Council).
Source: D. Livingstone, The Northeast Yukon: Development Within a Conservation Framework 9,
7 (1986).

4) The Inuvialuit Land and Rights Settlement Agreement-in-Principle
1978 (Figure 4). Three months after the northern Yukon land withdrawal,
the Federal Government and COPE signed an agreement-in-principle concerning the Inuvialuit land claim in the Beaufort Sea region. Section 12
of the agreement reads: Canada agrees to establish a National Wilderness
Park for the purpose of wildlife protection and wilderness conservation
of not less than the 5,000 square miles of traditional lands of the Inuvialuit
in the northern Yukon: ... Canada shall also consider the strong recommendation of the Inuvialuit that Canada act upon the Report of the
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry recommendation that the entire area
of the Yukon north of the Porcupine River ... be dedicated as a National
Wilderness Park. ...
5) An Alternative Model 1980. The Yukon Territorial Government (YTG)
argued against the proposed northern Yukon National Wilderness Park
claiming it would cut off southern and central Yukon from its only coastline. As an alternative, the YTG produced a Northern Yukon Resource
Management Model, which included a planning process to review a pro-
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Figure 4

Figure 5

Proposed National Park under the CanadaInuvialuit Agreement in Principle (1978).

North Yukon National Park (established 1984).

Source: D. Livingstone, The Northeast Yukon: Development Within a Conservation Framework 13,
14 (1986).

posed national park located to the west of the Babbage River, a territorial
historic park on Herschel Island, and a resource management zone for
the rest of the North Slope.
6) Counter Proposalsin 1980. A major proposal for oil and gas production in the Beaufort Sea-Mackenzie Delta was referred for public
review under the terms of the federal Environmental Assessment and
Review Process (EARP). It identified, among other things, the option
for a deep water port for servicing offshore developments at either King
Point or Stokes Point on the North Yukon coast. Both were located within
proposed national park boundaries and included road links to potential
quarry sites inland.
7) The North Yukon Project Review Process 1983-1984. While the
EARP review was still underway, Gulf Canada submitted an application
for use of Stokes Point as a temporary shorebase for offshore exploration.
This application became the subject of a major controversy involving
agencies of the federal and territorial governments, native organizations,
the energy industry, conservation groups and others. More fuel was added
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to the fire by a subsequent proposal to construct a harbour facility at King
Point on a nearby sandstone quarry to provide materials for development
of the Canadian and U.S. Beaufort Sea energy operations. Following a
lengthy and rather confused review process the federal government announced that the application would not be allowed "for the time being."
The reasons given were the absence of a comprehensive framework for
reconciling development and conservation in the region and the possible
jeopardy to native land claims negotiations then nearing their conclusion.
8) The 1984 Western Arctic (Inuvaliut) Land Claims Agreement. The
Agreement establishes a special conservation regime for the entire Yukon
North Slope with traditional native harvest as the dominant use. A national
wilderness park occupies the north west of the region (Figure 5), with
allowance for temporary and restricted industry use of Stokes Point.
Outside of the North Yukon National Park, controlled development will
be considered if there are no significant impacts on wildlife habitat or
native harvesting or it is considered that "public convenience and necessity" outweigh conservation interests. All development proposals are
subject to an environmental screening and review process, in which the
Inuvaliut are represented. This process is supplemented by a joint government-native wildlife management advisory council to determine appropriate quotas for Inuvaluit harvest and undertake the preparation of
wildlife conservation and habitat management plans.
Contemporary Issues and Future Prospects
There are a number of contemporary issues associated with both the
management regime now being drafted for the North Yukon National
Park, and its relationship to other conservation and development activities
in the region.47 Within the park, unresolved issues still surround the
options for appropriate tourism development (for example, of the back
country type) and the opportunities available for the non-native residents
of Yukon as well as the indigenous peoples in resource management
activities. A formal Resource Management Plan is presently being drafted.
This process will be carefully watched because of the precedent for national park development in other areas of the North.
Negotiations are also underway to extend the southern boundary of the
national park to include the Old Crow flats. This is dependent on the
pending settlement of ongoing land claims with the Council of Yukon
Indians. The Vantat Gwich'in of Old Crow utilize the wildlife resources
of the park extension zone, relying particularly on the Porcupine Caribou
herd for their main supply of food. With the recent signing of the Por47. Fuller & McTiernan, Old Crow and the Northern Yukon: Achieving Sustainable Renewable
Resource Utilization, 18 ALTERNATIVES 23 (1987),
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cupine Caribou Herd Agreement, and the probable extension of the Northern Yukon National Park, the prospects for sustainable management of
the resource seems better than at any time in the recent past.48 A residual
concern remains regarding the impact of port and associated developments
on the North Coast (more recently, proposals for an early warning system
in the vicinity of Old Crow).
It is obvious that the resource management zone which incorporates
King Point will require careful planning.49 At present, the adjacent North
Yukon National Park and indeed the whole region is unmarked by industrial development. The possibility of a multi-use, deep-draft harbor
at King Point, the subject of several previous proposals, remains uncertain, pending confirmation of commercial reserves sufficient to warrant
large scale production of Beaufort Sea oil and gas. Several studies have
been undertaken of the potential environmental impacts of this form of
development. Their distribution and magnitude can be gauged from the
accompanying Table 1. Road access to King Point from the Dempster
Highway is the single most significant threat to wildlife species, habitat,
and harvest. Of a major concern is the possibility of cumulative effects
on the marine, terrestial, and atmospheric environment.
The ecosystems of the North Yukon are sensitive and vulnerable to
impairment. Much of the change elsewhere in the North has come from
a series of small increments, insignificant in individual impact, but collectively the cause for concern. In the North Yukon, there is also the
paramount question of the precedent set for national park management
and the regional conservation regime by the incursion of development
and its potential effects. Some commentators have argued that King Point
is an integral though not exceptional part of the North Yukon coastal
plain, and that it may be possible to manage and regulate port development
so that wilderness values will not be compromised.
This possibility can only be realized within a more integrated management regime, in which the majority of the area is zoned as wilderness
and development is limited to a small enclave under extremely tight terms
and conditions. Ongoing monitoring and surveillance will be needed to
track cumulative effects, and provide a systematic basis for corrective
actions (which should include the measures for temporary or permanent
closure in the event of evidence of serious damage).
Still outstanding is the question of the appropriate framework for regional integration of wilderness protection, wildlife conservation and
controlled development for Northern Yukon.5 The framework has become
48. Id. at 25.
49. D. LIVINGSTONE,

(1986).
50. Id. at 73.
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quite complicated and requires rationalization. Much has been achieved
to date in this respect, notably with respect to cooperative designation of
North Yukon National Park. The unfinished business involves formalizing
and stitching together the relationship between the national park and
regional resource use and management.
A number of options are available for this purpose. The most appropriate framework for these circumstances may be the biosphere reserve
concept promoted by the UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Program."'
Biosphere reserves are essentially a means of linking a core protected
zone of undisturbed and unmodified landscape (usually a national park)
with other land use zones. A surrounding buffer often gives way into
more intensively utilized and managed lands. In some cases, industrial
sites may be incorporated for rehabilitation or demonstration purposes.
The emphasis in a biosphere reserve is on monitoring, research and
education activities and the application of knowledge to future management.
This approach can be adapted to different circumstances and applied
on a macro-regional scale."2 It provides a framework for welding together
the combination of potential land uses which exist in the North Yukon,
especially since these are well adjusted to the capacities of regional ecosystems. A small, well controlled industrial enclave may be considered
as a pilot project to determine its compatability to wilderness management
and native harvest regimes. The biosphere reserve, by bridging the dichotomy between protected and utilized areas, lends itself to the translation of principles of sustainable development through experimental
management. It is one means for thinking globally and acting locally and
equally critically for cooperating regionally.
CONCLUSION
Within national parks in Canada's north, the settlement of land claims
is giving a new dimension to traditional conservation philosophy regarding
man's place in the ecosystem. One hundred and fifty years later, and two
thousand miles away, Catlin's original idea of a nation's park has "come
into the country,"' 3 finding its time and place on the last frontier of a
transformed continent. A new type of national park is emerging, in which
traditional native subsistence activities are incorporated and could enrich
park values. North Yukon National Park provides a working model of
51, Id. at 76-87.
52. Sadler, Nature Conservation in the Canadian Rockies: Man and Biosphere in Regional Context,
in

TOWARDS THE BIOSPHERE RESERVE: EXPLORING RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PARKS AND ADJACENT

83 (R. Scace & C. Martinka eds., 1982).
53. The phrase "coming into the country" is the way people in the upper Yukon region of Alaska
refer to a stranger appearing among them. J.McPHEE, COMING INTO THE COUNTRY (1977).
LANDS
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the processes of designation and management. This has been a long,
complex and often frustrating process for all parties, and important aspects
of the parks relationships to native peoples still remain to be worked-out.
It does hold some promise for further adaptation in other areas of the
North.
A working alliance between native and conservation interests has much
to commend it. Both can learn from each other, directly and as part of
the broader network of relationships that each must build with other
constituencies within government and industry. The original peoples of
North America, in certain respects, were the first conservationists (though
they did not always walk lightly on the land). Only now are environmental
planners and others beginning to recognize that so-called traditional resource use and development practices may be far more sophisticated and
mutually compatible with conservative initiatives than previously thought.

